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January 23, 2022 
Nehemiah 8:1-3, 5-6, 8-10; Luke 4:14-21 
“Aretha said, “Think”” 
 
Nehemiah 8:1-3 Common English Bible 
8 When the seventh month came and the people of Israel were settled in 
their towns, all the people gathered together in the area in front of the 
Water Gate. They asked Ezra the scribe to bring out the Instruction scroll 
from Moses, according to which the Lord had instructed Israel. 2 So on 
the first day of the seventh month, Ezra the priest brought the Instruction 
before the assembly. This assembly was made up of both men and women 
and anyone who could understand what they heard. 3 Facing the area in 
front of the Water Gate, he read it aloud, from early morning until the 
middle of the day. He read it in the presence of the men and the women 
and those who could understand, and everyone listened attentively to the 
Instruction scroll. 5 Standing above all of the people, Ezra the scribe 
opened the scroll in the sight of all of the people. And as he opened it, 
all of the people stood up. 6 Then Ezra blessed the Lord, the great God, 
and all of the people answered, !Amen! Amen!” while raising their hands. 
Then they bowed down and worshipped the Lord with their faces to the 
ground. 8 They read aloud from the scroll, the Instruction from God, 
explaining and interpreting it so the people could understand what they 
heard. 9 Then Nehemiah the governor, Ezra the priest and scribe, and the 
Levites who taught the people said to all of the people, !This day is holy 
to the Lord your God. Don"t mourn or weep.” They said this because all 
the people wept when they heard the words of the Instruction. 10 “Go, 
eat rich food, and drink something sweet,” he said to them, !and send 
portions of this to any who have nothing ready! This day is holy to our 
Lord. Don"t be sad, because the joy from the Lord is your strength!” 
 
Luke 4:14-21 Common English Bible 
14 Jesus returned in the power of the Spirit to Galilee, and news about 
him spread throughout the whole countryside. 15 He taught in their 
synagogues and was praised by everyone. 16 Jesus went to Nazareth, 
where he had been raised. On the Sabbath he went to the synagogue as 
he normally did and stood up to read. 17 The synagogue assistant gave 
him the scroll from the prophet Isaiah. He unrolled the scroll and found 
the place where it was written: 18 The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, 
because the Lord has anointed me. He has sent me to preach good news 
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to the poor, to proclaim release to the prisoners and recovery of sight to 
the blind, to liberate the oppressed, 19 and to proclaim the year of the 
Lord"s favor. 20 He rolled up the scroll, gave it back to the synagogue 
assistant, and sat down. Every eye in the synagogue was fixed on him. 
21 He began to explain to them, !Today, this scripture has been fulfilled 
just as you heard it.” 
 
Well, if crime fighters fight crime and fire fighters fight fire, what do 
freedom fighters fight? They never mention that part to us, do they? – 
George Carlin 
People demand freedom of speech as a compensation for the freedom of 
thought which they seldom use. – Soren Kierkegaard 
 
It is easy to believe in freedom of speech for those with whom we agree. 
– Leo McKern 
 
So, every morning I take the bus to campus. On the way, it stops by the 
local prison. This morning, while we were stopped by the prison, I heard 
a loud crash. I look to my right, and I see what used to be a window, now 
shattered. I'm looking at the window, and I see some rope fly out. 
Following the rope, I see an inmate. A rather small inmate. I stared at 
him in awe. As he made his way down the rope towards freedom, he 
notices me staring at him. He gave me a dirty look and I thought to 
myself: Wow, that's a little con…descending. 
 
So, most of you know that I was under isolation and quarantine 
parameters this past week or so. I tested positive a little over a week ago 
and they started counting the time for my quarantine as when I first 
exhibited symptoms. One of the challenges with this stupid virus is the 
symptoms, which for the most part, are not all that different from cold 
and flu symptoms if you are lucky enough to not get a bad case of it. So, I 
suspect many folks…myself included…just don’t realize they have the 
virus and believe they just have a common cold. This is great if all a 
person gets is the “lighter” symptoms…but the problem is once you are 
infectious you can give this virus to someone for whom it may be a very 
dangerous disease…and then the one who “gave” it to someone feels 
terribly guilty that they did so.  
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Anyway…so for several days I had my freedom limited. I had certain 
rooms I could be in and certain rooms I needed to avoid. I did try 
declaring that it was far too dangerous for me to be around the dish 
washer…but that didn’t seem to fly so well. I, obviously, still had a lot of 
freedom and certainly compared to a lot of folks and a lot of situations in 
this world I had it great. But I suspect none of us likes to have freedoms 
taken away from us…as the song, “Eyes on the Prize” says, “Freedom’s 
name is mighty sweet!”  
 
And that brings us to the Luke passage for today. Jesus is enjoying a lot of 
good press as we begin this passage for today. He has started to become 
a bit better known and so far the reviews are all 5 star! It says, “news 
about him spread throughout the whole countryside. 15 He taught in their 
synagogues and was praised by everyone.” 
I don’t know everyone Jesus knew…but I do know enough “people” to 
know that if everyone was praising him it was either hyperbole that Luke 
was using or he just hadn’t been around long enough, yet, to get people 
mad at him. We know it wasn’t too long before folks were not all praising 
him and in fact quite a few were wanting him to quit talking. But in this 
passage, at this time …everyone was happy with him.  
 
It turns out…spoiler alert…that this “everyone was praising him” stuff was 
VERY short lived. In fact, this passage in Luke happens right after Jesus 
has been in the wilderness being tempted by the Devil. At the start of 
chapter 4 Jesus has returned from the Jordan River having been baptized 
and was led by God’s Spirit into the wilderness where for 40 days he was 
tempted by the devil. That is not the best baptismal gift ever by the way! 
And it says that while in the wilderness being tempted, he ate nothing at 
all. The Devil gives him his three big temptations which Jesus handles 
very well. You may remember the Devil quotes scripture to Jesus and 
tries to get him to react as the Devil wants and, in each circumstance, 
Jesus quotes a scripture back to the Devil and resists the temptations. 
The most depressing words in this passage about the temptations of the 
Devil to Jesus happen right at the end in the verse right before our 
passage today as it says, “he (the Devil) departed from him until an 
opportune time.” In other words,…the Devil would most definitely be 
back.  
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It is at that time after Jesus has resisted all the temptations of the Devil 
in the wilderness and after the Devil has departed till an opportune 
time…that Jesus makes his appearance back in Galilee and it was then he 
went to Nazareth, where you might remember he was from. And it was in 
Nazareth that Jesus, while filled with the power of the Spirit, went to the 
synagogue and stood up to read from the prophet Isaiah.  
 
Here is what the commentary on this Luke passage had to say about this 
passage. “First-century scholars are both delighted with the details and 
grouse over the gaps in the information Luke's gospel provides about 
normative first-century Sabbath synagogue worship. Verse 16 suggests 
that just as Jesus returned to his hometown, he also took time to return 
to his old haunts. As would have been his custom as a young boy 
(especially one particularly noted for his "wisdom" and "favor" (Luke 
2:52), Jesus goes to the village synagogue on the Sabbath to pray. Now a 
grown man and observant Jew, he is obviously ready to participate in the 
synagogue service -- including the public reading of the week's Torah and 
Haftorah portions.  
 
It appears from Luke's text that by standing up after the prescribed Torah 
lessons had been read, Jesus indicated he wished to read the next portion 
of the service. First-century scholars are fairly convinced that this was a 
common courtesy extended to visiting rabbis. Of course, Jesus' case is not 
typical. His hometown status coupled with his new reputation suggested 
that those present in the synagogue would be eager to hear him speak. 
 
Now, here’s what Isaiah 61:1-2 actually says, “The Lord God"s spirit is 
upon me, because the Lord has anointed me. He has sent me to bring 
good news to the poor, to bind up the brokenhearted, to proclaim release 
for captives, and liberation for prisoners, 
2 to proclaim the year of the Lord"s favor and a day of vindication for our 
God, to comfort all who mourn,” 
 
What is clear is that when Jesus reads Isaiah 61:1-2 He omits the final 
phrase of the prophet's words that declare "a day of vengeance" for the 
Lord. Jesus also devises an imported text from Isaiah 58:6 which seems to 
emphasize God's grace and forgiveness -- linking divinely granted freedom 
of all the oppressed to the already established notion of "the year of the 
Lord's favor" -- or the "Jubilee year" (cf. Leviticus 25). 
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In essence, then…Jesus seems to be taking any hint of “bad” news from 
this Isaiah text and instead inserting his Good News. 
 
Jesus also takes out the part about bind up the broken hearted and he 
inserts a part about recovering of sight to the blind. It could be the text 
he quoted is just a bit different than the one we have in our Bibles…or it 
could be that Jesus was showing the people that the little boy who had 
grown up in their village…the one they had all been so happy to say 
wonderful things about…was much more than a little boy who had grown 
up in their village! Maybe Jesus was telling those folks…you think you 
know me, and you do know some things about me…but what you don’t 
know is I have an authority that is beyond any teacher you have ever had.  
 
For me this does remind us of that boyhood scene when Jesus and his 
parents go on a pilgrimage to Jerusalem and on the way home his parents 
realize they don’t know where he is. So, they return to Jerusalem and of 
course find this cute little boy of theirs in the temple of the Lord 
TEACHING and LISTENING to the teachers who were in the Temple. And in 
that story, we hear that the teachers in the temple were amazed at 
Jesus’ understanding and his answers to their questions. Of course, we 
also remember that on this occasion his folks were not so very happy with 
him and when they question him he responds by asking them in a voice 
that may have been heavy with sarcasm, “Why were you searching for 
ME? Did you not know that I MUST be in my Father’s house?” After all this, 
though, the one thing we do hear that confirms Jesus’ special status even 
to his mother and even after he had been what seems to be insolent to 
her…that it says, “His mother treasured all these things in her heart!” It 
is not clear that Mary yet had a 100% clear picture of who and what Jesus 
was…but it is clear she was amazed at him and obviously very much in 
love with him!  
 
In this passage Jesus is clearly giving good news to the poor. This is not a 
first time understanding from the gospel of Luke…in the song that Mary 
sings when she realizes what is going to happen with her child she says, 
“He has brought down the powerful from their thrones and lifted up the 
lowly; he has filled the hungry with good things and sent the rich empty 
away.”  
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Think about what it would be like to live in a community where you are 
locked down, unable to move freely about, not able to go where you 
want and to do what you want.  And to know that at any time a soldier or 
official could come and take you into custody. This was the world Jesus 
was born into and the one to which he returned as he started his earthly 
ministry.  
 
Jesus seems to relate the year of the Lord’s favor to the kingdom of God 
and his ministry signaled that the time for the liberation of the 
impoverished and oppressed had come, and in that respect at least his 
work would fulfill the ideal and the social concern of the year of Jubilee.  
 
For Luke this all proclaims the fulfillment of Scripture and the hoes of 
Israel through Jesus’ ministry as the son of God. It stated the social 
concern that guided Jesus’ work and allowed the reader to understand all 
that Jesus did as the fulfillment of his anointing by the Spirit. What Jesus 
understood by these verses, however, differed sharply and completely 
from what those gathered in that synagogue thought they meant! And this 
caused big problems…in fact this was the beginning of the end of all 
people praising him. And by the end of this passage the people who are so 
thrilled with him at first are ready to throw him off a cliff!  
 
So, if we are going to believe that Jesus is our savior, our Lord, our One 
who is truly God. Then we have to let go of anything we may believe 
when it comes in contrast to what Jesus is teaching. The folks in the 
synagogue that day…were not willing to let their previous understandings 
and teachings go. They chose to only want to adore that which confirmed 
what they already believed.  They did not want to hear anything that 
went against what they had decided was the truth or which had been told 
to them as the truth. Do you think that still happens today…that we get 
upset if something comes along and shows us the error of our ways?  
 
We are lucky in our country to have a free press and free speech, even if 
we don"t always agree with it. The First Amendment of our Constitution 
says that Congress shall make no law !abridging the freedom of speech, or 
of the press.” 
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Whether you like the news or not, our American press is free, uncensored 
and available to all. And obviously this is not always well received even in 
America.  
 
However, in some countries, the government tightly controls the media 
and bans many news sites. So where can people who live under 
censorship get access to uncensored journalism? You might be surprised. 
They play the game Minecraft. An article I read this week explains this 
Minecraft freedom! 
 
Minecraft, for those who don’t know, is a video game in which players 
explore a virtual world, extract raw materials, make tools and build 
structures. They can also fight computer-controlled mobs or compete 
against other players. When you log on to Minecraft, you can choose to 
play in survival mode, in which you have to gain resources in order to 
build the world and maintain health. Or you can play in creative mode, in 
which you have unlimited resources.i Or, it turns out, you can access 
uncensored journalism. 
 
A nonprofit called Reporters Without Borders has created a backdoor 
within the game. Go through this portal, and you can visit a virtual library 
stocked with uncensored articles. This journalism can be accessed by any 
player, anytime, anywhere in the world. Freedom then may be found in 
many ways! 
 
Tim Dearborn tells this story about helping bring about freedom. He 
writes: "David and I were driving across the Scottish countryside early one 
Sunday morning to lead the worship service in a rural church. David was a 
fine theological student with a fascinating background. He had been a 
shepherd for twenty years and now, in his forties, following a dramatic 
conversion, was preparing to become a pastor. 
 
As we crested a hill, the sunlight broke through onto a green pasture 
where dozens of sheep grazed. I said to David as we passed, "That must 
bring back many memories." 
 
All David said in reply was "Tim, please stop the car."  I stopped, and he 
asked me to back up to a point opposite the field we had just passed. 
David quietly opened the door, walked across the road and climbed over 
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the stone fence. As I watched, he walked to the far end of the pasture. A 
distressed sheep was stuck on its back, and he gently shoved it upright so 
that it could scramble away. 
 
I didn't realize this until David later explained what he'd done, but 
unsheared sheep are so top-heavy that they can get stuck on their backs 
and suffocate. Unless they are set right, they will die. 
 
David and I had seen the same field. I had admired its pastoral beauty. He 
had seen the one sheep out of a hundred that was in danger. He viewed 
the sheep with the experienced eyes of a shepherd. I viewed them with 
the eyes of a lifelong city-dweller. Without his sight and his touch, the 
sheep would have soon died. 
 
All around us are people whose distress we may not be able to see. 
Often, it's carefully hidden. God would give us the gift of his sight, so 
that we can stop, climb over the walls that divide us, gently touch others 
and help them to their feet.”ii 
Jesus came to set the prisoner free…to preach and to be the good news 
to the captives…to all those who are blind to see…it seems to me the 
question as always has been and continues to be…do we realize to what 
we are captive…do we realize how blind we may be?  
 
So..how does it feel to be released? To have our eyesight restored? Well 
for me when my quarantine was lifted, I felt like Aretha told me in the 
song, “Think” when she says, “Freedom, freedom, Freedom!” (play this 
part of the song here.  

 
i https://www.homileticsonline.com/members/installment/93041343 
ii (Tim Dearborn, Taste & See; Awakening Our Spiritual Senses [Downers Grove: Ill.: Intervarsity 
Press, 1996], 131.) 


